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"If there are hostiles inside, the first one through the door in a hostage situation is sure to get hit.  It's the most perilous position on a strike team.  And yet these young men vie for the honor.  They have the mindset that puts their lives on the line for their team and for their mission's objective."

The sun was hot.  The sky was deep blue.  The graduates, in uniform, stood ramrod straight to the side of the podium as the officer concluded his address.

After they received their pins and certificates one by one, the graduates descended the platform to mingle with their families and friends, consume refreshments, take photos.

*     *     *
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Linda remembers the ceremony as if it were yesterday.  Her brother Keith had immediately sought her out.  She had been twelve at the time.  Despite the age difference, they had always been close.

Now, six years later, Keith is missing in action, and she is undergoing her own graduation, if you can call it that.

There is no ceremony; there are no outside guests.

The remaining bandages and restraints have been removed.  She is naked, yet unselfconscious.  These half-dozen people in attendance have been her only companions for months.  They have fed her, clothed her, cleaned up her waste, sat with her when the pain was all but unbearable, listened to her ravings while she was delirious with fever, kept her entertained as best they could with stories and music and videos.

She raises her right arm.  She knows she can do it; this is the appendage she has practiced the most with.

She raises her left arm.  She wiggles her toes.  She pulls her feet back so her knees elevate.

When she feels ready, she slides her right leg so it dangles off the bed.  She attempts to roll over to her right, but her weight presses upon her lungs.  She lies back again, coughing.

The burly male nurse who often lifts her from bed to wheelchair and back moves forward to assist her.

She waves him away.

She rolls over again and follows through with the motion despite another paroxysm of coughing.  She lies on her right side for a moment, resting, gathering her strength, and then manages to lift herself into a sitting position.

So far, so good.  But this much she had been able to accomplish regularly even before she began receiving treatments.  It's the next step that will justify all she has gone through.

She pushes herself forward, slides off the bed, and rests her weight on her feet and legs.

Her legs tremble, but do not collapse under her.

She takes one step, then another, and then pauses to steady herself. 

The surgeons and nurses around her begin to quietly applaud.

She breaks out into a wide smile.  Tears stream down her face.  She says, "I can..."  Her thick, raspy voice startles her; she is still not used to it.  She repeats, "I can..."

And then she loses consciousness and falls to the floor.

*     *     *
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After Keith hugged their mother and shook their father's hand, he grabbed the handles of Linda's wheelchair and took her over to join the few members of his team who were not with families.  When Keith was around, Linda always felt included.  With Keith she never had the impression, which even her parents gave her sometimes, that she should be trundled off to a corner and hidden from view, that she was somehow a cause for shame.  Keith was proud of Linda.  Nobody dared ridicule her in his presence.  And because of Keith's attitude, his peers accepted her too.  They talked with her although she couldn't answer.  They told her jokes; they showed her photos.  They ignored the spittle that trickled from her mouth, her facial contortions, her gyrating arms.

Linda absorbed all the attention and tried to respond with a smile, though she knew it didn't come across as well as she wanted it to.  

She was fully aware, fully cognizant, desperate to communicate all the thoughts racing through her mind, and nobody seemed to understand that but Keith.

That day, the day of Keith's graduation from training, was one of the best days of her life.

The day she learned he had been deployed, shortly after the aliens landed, was the worst.

*     *     *
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After her initial triumph of standing upright and speaking for the first time since she was a young girl, progress is swift.  She has a full schedule of physical therapy, occupational therapy, speech therapy.  Her doctors give her thorough examinations several times a week.  When she rests they hook her up to drips to fill her with medications and nutrients that hasten her recovery and enhance the effects of her recent series of operations.

She does not understand the medical details of her transformation, and those who attend her are not forthcoming with the information.

*     *     *
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A man and a woman, smartly dressed, arrived at the house a few months after Keith's deployment.  

"It's an experimental program," the woman explained.  "We offer no guarantees of a cure or even symptom relief.  But we have hope.  There's a chance, however slight.  We extend the opportunity to you first, as the close relatives of one of our soldiers in combat."

Linda liked the woman because she met her eyes as often as she met the eyes of her parents.  She seemed to recognize Linda's imprisoned potential.

Although the woman went on for some time about the possible benefits of participation, she gave very few details about what it might entail.  She did say that it would require a commitment of six months at the least, perhaps more.

Her parents hemmed and hawed doubtfully, obviously suspicious, obviously reluctant to release Linda to strangers.

Linda, however, had already made up her mind.  As soon as she heard that this program was somehow connected to Keith's service, she wanted in.

As the discussion continued, she became concerned that her parents would refuse the offer and the visitors would leave.  She tried to get their attention by emitting a low moan and moving one of her hands.  The effort caused her entire body to shake with a mild fit.  

Supposing the visitors would see how pitiful she was and reject her, Linda moaned louder.  Tears coursed down her cheeks.

The woman pulled a tissue from her handbag and daubed Linda's face. She said, "Can you communicate with her?"

"Yes," her mother said.

"Ask her what she wants."

*     *     *
[image: ]


What she wants evolves as her strength, agility, and resiliency increase.

At first she only wanted to walk, to talk, to eat with a knife and fork, to use the bathroom by herself.  All the things that most people take for granted were her life's goals.  Now that she has mastered these things, she entertains the possibility of more.  

For instance, on her walks through the corridors and around the grounds of the hospital compound in which she is ensconced, men have started to notice and appreciate her.  She is still thinner than she should be, but she is gaining weight, filling out.  Perhaps there might be a boyfriend in her future.  The thought thrills her, but she is content to wait.

More immediately, she is wondering when she might be able to leave the facility.  Her parents visit once a week, but it's a long trip for them, and it's not the same as going home.

Her physicians are vague on this point.  They say that they need, for now, to continue monitoring her condition.  They assure her that she is one of the first of many and that knowing how she responds will guide them in treating others who previously had no hope of improvement.

Linda is content with that. She yet lacks the confidence to confront the world in her new improved fully functional form.

And then two things happen that snap her out of her complacency.

First of all, she hears that Keith is alive, although besieged with his unit on an atoll somewhere in the South Pacific.

Secondly, the news is rife with reports that the aliens are mounting attacks on many fronts in the Pacific theater:  California, Oregon, Alaska, Hawaii, Japan, South Korea, China, many islands of the Philippines and Indonesia.

When they arrived, they landed their spacecraft deep in ocean waters.  From there, they ventured forth in smaller submarine vehicles carrying weapons powerful enough to disable a battleship. 

The enemy soldiers are aquatic creatures.  They vary in size, shape, and number of limbs, but they are strong and lithe and swim faster than most vessels that ply the sea's surface.  Some have tentacles like octopi that grasp humans and hold them underwater until they drown.  Others have razor-sharp teeth like sharks with which they rend and tear.  Unless they are hit in a vital area, they can grow back tentacles and other mangled body parts.

Since they arrived, there has been no communication between aliens and humans.  The aliens immediately assumed a predator-prey relationship, with themselves as predators.

Until humans caught on to what they were up to and resisted.

And continue to resist.

Exemplified by Keith and his unit, eager to go into harm's way, to be the first ones through the door.

Keith explained it all to her the night before he left for deployment.

"It's not that I'm not afraid," he said.  "Of course I'm afraid.  I'd be crazy not to be.  But you put yourself in the mindset that it's the right thing to do, no matter what the outcome is.  You don't let your fear overcome you; you overcome your fear."

Linda knows that he still feels the same way, even though he is surrounded by enemy forces.  It's what she clung to through the early weeks of her treatments, the weeks of surgery and injections that burned like molten lava coursing through her veins.  She bore her agony alone with the same resolve she had summoned to live day by day in her previously dysfunctional body.

Now that the initial physical trauma has passed and her body is responding, she makes rapid progress.  Every day she eclipses her own records in running, jumping, lifting, swimming.

But that's not all.  She has always been bright, but she feels her mental acuity increasing at least in pace with her physical prowess if not faster.

There's something else too, something she can't quite identify.  It's an undercurrent, a discord, a confusion, a dissonance.  It is so far removed from all the other positive effects she is experiencing that she doesn't mention it at first.  She doesn't want to jeopardize her position in the program.

Because she does have goals.  She wants to take her healing, her growth, her strength, her training as far as she can: beyond extraordinary to super-ordinary.

And then she wants to follow her brother into service, to help rid the planet of the alien pestilence, to make Keith proud of her.

*     *     *
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One day she is summoned to the director's office, but the director is not there.  The chair behind his desk is occupied by a somber-faced woman in a finely pressed gray uniform from a governmental branch of which Linda is unfamiliar.  Flanking the woman, sitting bolt upright in a straight-backed chair, is a somber-faced man in a similar uniform.

The atmosphere reminds her of a funeral.

Her heart sinks; tears come to her eyes.  She doesn't want to believe it, but she can come to only one conclusion: it has to be about Keith.  He must be...

The woman at the desk notices her dismay and appears puzzled.

Linda says, "It's about Keith, isn't it?"

The woman's face registers comprehension.  "Oh no, no.  We've heard no further word of Ensign Rafferty.  As far as we know he is still alive and well."

"I'm sorry.  I just thought..."

The woman's expression softens a bit.  "It's all right.  We're aware of your affection for your brother.  This discussion does not concern him.  We are here to talk about you and your situation."
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